Fluctuating asymmetry is deviation from symmetry on bilateral characters whose signed asymmetries are near-normally distributed in the population with a mean of zero (Van Valen 1962) . Such asymmetries are thought to result from imprecise expression of developmental design due to environmental or genetic perturbations; thus, fluctuating asymmetry purportedly reflects an organism's lack of adaptation to those perturbations. As expected, fluctuating asymmetry increases with exposure to environmental toxins, parasites and extreme physical conditions, and increases with mutations, chromosomal abnormalities, inbreeding and excessive outbreeding (Parsons 1990; Møller & Swaddle 1997; Thornhill & Møller, in press ). Moreover, within populations, individuals' fluctuating asymmetry appears to covary negatively with fitness components (e.g. survival, fertility) in a variety of species (reviewed in Leung & Forbes 1996; Møller 1997; Møller & Swaddle 1997) . These findings have aroused interest among animal behavioural ecologists, especially those interested in viabilityindicator sexual selection (Polak & Trivers 1994; Watson & Thornhill 1994) .
The measurement and analysis of fluctuating asymmetry has also received considerable attention (e.g. Palmer & Strobeck 1986 , 1992 Palmer 1994 Palmer , 1996 Swaddle et al. 1994) . One issue is how to analyse the association between fluctuating asymmetry and other variables, whether dichotomously or continuously distributed. When used as an individual difference measure, fluctuating asymmetry is usually expressed either as the absolute value of the difference between the size of the right and left sides or as relative fluctuating asymmetry, with that value divided by character size (Møller & Swaddle 1997). On single bilateral traits, fluctuating asymmetry thus has a characteristic half-normal distribution. Some researchers have measured fluctuating asymmetry by summing across absolute values of the left-right differences of several traits (e.g. Livshits & Kobylianski 1989; Gangestad et al. 1994; Manning & Ockenden 1994; Thornhill & Gangestad 1994; Manning 1995; Thornhill et al. 1995; Dufour & Weatherhead 1996) . With composite indexes, the distribution of fluctuating asymmetry is not half-normal, but positive skew is still expected (with skew decreasing as the number of traits summed across increases). Because the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variances on which parametric statistics such as the t-test, Pearson product-moment correlation and linear regression are violated in analyses of fluctuating asymmetry, Swaddle et al. (1994) recommended that fluctuating asymmetry be suitably transformed to remove positive skew before these statistics are applied or, alternatively, that non-parametric statistics be used.
In fact, these procedures are usually unnecessary and undesirable. When sample size is reasonably large, parametric test statistics that test between-subject relationships such as the twogroup t-test, t-test derived from a Pearson correlation coefficient or linear regression coefficient, and between-subject ANOVA are generally robust. Moreover, the sorts of transformations that Swaddle et al. recommended necessarily alter the function form in a bivariate plot between fluctuating asymmetry and another variable in ways that are not expected. Those procedures
